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Modernism as Accommodation
Kenny Cupers with Laura Martínez de Guereñu
Atop a hill on the outskirts of Bayonne, a port city in the French 
Basque country, towers a monumental chain of high-rise apart-
ment buildings designed by Marcel Breuer. When one is traveling 
at high speed along the highway that connects the region with 
Spain, the ensemble appears glaringly out of scale. A curvilinear 
sculpture almost half a mile in length, it dwarfs not only the city’s 
medieval fabric but also Vauban’s sprawling fortifications and 
citadel of the seventeenth century [1]. The façades are made entire-
ly from prefabricated concrete panels, evoking a seriality that 
reinforces the sense of alienation. Only from a closer vantage 
point can visitors appreciate the façades’ intricate play of sur-
face and depth and the balconies that af-
ford majestic views of the surrounding 
landscape. The high-rises are part of an 
even larger housing project, planned in 
1963 as a self-sufficient neighborhood of 
thirty-five hundred dwellings [2].1 It was 
only partly completed over the decade that 
followed, but what was built still covers 
an area larger than the historic city of 
 Bayonne, built over centuries. 
Even though its scale and severity astonish visitors today, the 
project was not unusual at its time. In the decades following 
World War II, France evolved from a largely rural country with an 
outdated housing stock into a rapidly modernized urban nation. 
This evolution was characterized by the massive production, at an 
unprecedented scale, of publicly funded housing and new towns. 
In suburban Paris, Lyon, and Marseille, tens of thousands of hous-
ing units rose simultaneously. Smaller provincial cities such as 
Bayonne witnessed an equally sweeping building boom. The Bay-
onne project was no different from the many other new structures, 
in perhaps all but one aspect: its architect. Most of the commis-
sions for housing and new town projects went to French archi-
tects trained at the École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, 
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Systemic Design
By the time Breuer was commissioned for the Bayonne high-rise 
in 1963, French mass housing production had become a well-oiled 
machine. The construction of large-scale housing was so domi-
nant in the public mind that French administrators and architects 
could present these large structures as the only rational form of 
urban development. That did not mean they were accepted with-
out critique. From the start, journalists spoke of the new housing 
as “rabbit cages,” and specialists speculated about the buildings’ 
harmful psychological effects on inhabitants. Problems with 
technical quality and the lack of collective amenities informed 
legislation and new design experiments. In 1958, the French state 
established the so-called ZUP, or zones à urbaniser par priorité, 
as a way to allow larger areas to be earmarked for more compre-
hensive urban development.5 Tightly controlled by the centralized 
state, these priority urbanization zones were meant to steer 
urban expansion by consolidating inexpensive land parcels on 
the outskirts of the city. While reaffirming the desire for econo-
mies of scale through standardization and rationalization of 
housing construction, they were primarily meant to assure the 
integration of collective facilities in new projects.
It was in this context that Pierre Sudreau, the new minister of 
construction, and André Malraux, the first minister of culture, 
both attempted, on their own terms, to renew the promises of mass 
housing. Sudreau led a commission to improve design based on 
a study of everyday life in new housing areas. Malraux and his di-
rector for architecture, Max Querrien, promoted prominent mod-
ernist architects as part of their larger agenda to democratize ac-
cess to high culture. Such political and architectural ambitions 
directly affected the planned expansion of Bayonne. Like many 
French cities, both large and small, Bayonne experi-
enced significant population growth in the postwar 
period. National-level economic planners estimat-
ed that more than four thousand new dwellings 
were needed to accommodate the projected growth.6 
The majority of these were to be built in a single 
ZUP. Planners targeted a large swath of mainly 
 agricultural land on the bank of the Adour River 
opposite the historic town [3].7
Two different explanations exist for how 
Breuer came to be involved as the architect for 
Bayonne’s master plan. One is by way of Malraux, 
who seems to have recommended Breuer to the 
the country’s most prestigious professional school for architec-
ture, which had historically produced the architects of large state 
projects. It was not uncommon for well-established architects, 
some of them winners of the illustrious Prix de Rome, to be in-
volved in mass housing projects at this time. But the choice of 
Breuer, a German-trained architect with an American-based office, 
was highly unusual. Breuer’s Bayonne project in fact remained 
one of the very few French housing projects designed by a re-
nowned international architect.
By the time the Bayonne project neared completion in the 
mid-1970s, however, France’s ambitions for mass housing already 
seemed ill-fated. In a 1974 article, the French newspaper Le 
Monde celebrated the Bauhaus architect but concluded that “the 
massive ensemble of Bayonne shows that there is nothing new in 
collective housing blocks, for which Breuer did not find a new 
scheme.”2 In fact, minister of equipment, housing, and tourism 
Olivier  Guichard had officially outlawed the construction of large-
scale housing projects the year before, and the earliest projects 
were already being demolished in the early 1970s — relegated to 
the dustbin of history as failures of modernist hubris. Many of 
those still standing today are inhabited by the immigrant poor, 
and recurring suburban unrest seems to legitimize demolition 
rather than renovation.3 
Caught in this downfall, Breuer’s landmark ZUP Sainte-Croix 
in Bayonne exemplifies our still-troubled relationship with archi-
tectural modernism. Does his project illustrate modernism’s 
self-proclaimed crisis, confounded as it was by the failure of pub-
lic housing? Or does its recent renovation and proud renaming as 
Résidence Breuer confirm the undeniable merits of its design? 
Despite decades of scholarly revision, modernist assumptions 
about the power of architecture to shape social life continue to 
mar our understanding of the actual role of design in a housing 
system shaped by large-scale institutions and economic forces. 
Rather than surmise the authorial intentions of form as if it were 
frozen in time, we might view Breuer’s ZUP as an opportunity 
to understand modernism as accommodation — as a process of 
adjustment to conflicting demands and changing circumstances. 
Perhaps the question then is not whether Breuer’s ZUP is an in-
genious tour de force, a bureaucratic compromise, the victim of 
a historic transition, or an unexpected success. We might ask 
 instead how it could be any of these things at different moments 
in time and what this may tell us, not just about the authorship of 
Breuer but about the project’s material and social life over time.4
3 Map indicating the 
extent of the ZUP in 
relation to the city of 
Bayonne
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low-rise sector.13 Breuer’s design was undergirded by a regime of 
expertise that produced various qualities by speaking in numbers.
His master plan, first presented in February 1964, ingeniously 
applied BERU’s programmatic parameters to the site. Topograph-
ically, the area was shaped like a bowl, sloping up from the Adour 
riverbank to its northern and eastern borders — an old regional 
road and a planned national highway. Minimizing the necessary 
roadwork and using the already existing green spaces, Breuer 
 positioned fourteen-story high-rises on top of the ridge, arrang-
ing them in a series of chains that formed a gigantic crescent 
 embracing — and towering over — the site as a whole. Each chain 
had its own curvature and was positioned at a distance from the 
next, allowing for different perspectives of monumentality and 
openness as one moved across the site. A second housing group 
consisted of mid-rise blocks, centered on the project’s civic center 
and church. Even though all of the blocks were simple oblongs, 
they were positioned to suggest different group forms. U-shaped 
arrangements of three blocks were placed on the southeastern 
and southwestern ends in a parabolic shape, while the northern 
end terminated in two rows of oblongs. A third housing group, at 
the very bottom of the hill, comprised rows of single-family homes 
placed in a rectilinear pattern. An extensive park landscape tied 
the three housing groups together and was dotted with schools 
and sports facilities. As a whole, the layout not only suggested 
different scales of community formation but also served to accen-
tuate the existing topography, with the housing groups increasing 
in density and scale as one went up the hill.
Even though it was inscribed in the arch-modernist concepts 
of green city and neighborhood unit, Breuer’s master plan amount-
ed to more than just towers in a park. It reflected, if unassumingly, 
a marked turn in postwar modernism toward the revaluation 
of traditional urbanity. For the ZUP’s civic center, Breuer inverted 
the dominant figure-ground relationship by closely assembling 
six mid-rise buildings around a central 
square [4]. In concert with changing govern-
ment expectation, Breuer was not just de-
signing a housing estate but also the other 
buildings associated with a community. 
Even though the façades were made of the 
same prefabricated concrete panels found 
everywhere in the project, the square’s 
ground-floor galleries recalled the proto-
type of a medieval market square. The 
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municipality. The culture minister was indeed acquainted with 
Bayonne’s mayor, Henri Grenet, as a result of their work in the 
French Resistance.8 The other possibility is Max Stern, founder 
of the Bureau d’études et de réalisations urbaines ( BERU ), an 
 economic planning firm with which Breuer had already worked 
in connection with the Flaine ski resort project.9 BERU was hired 
for Bayonne even before Breuer became its architect. Since Stern 
was well connected to government elites in Paris, and it is likely 
that he knew Malraux personally, the two explanations do not 
necessarily contradict each other.10 Even though Breuer had limit-
ed experience with collective housing design, he had gained re-
nown in France with such projects as the UNESCO building, the 
IBM offices, and the Flaine ski resort. Breuer was, in fact, estab-
lishing an office in Paris at this time, and Malraux seems to have 
personally assured his induction into the Ordre des architectes.11 
Breuer’s Paris office was directed by Robert Gatje, who had moved 
from New York, and it included André Laurenti, a collaborator 
on the UNESCO project. With this new branch office and a team 
of collaborating local architects, among them Guillermo Carreras 
and Eric Cercler, Breuer seemed well equipped for the Bayonne 
job. Nevertheless, Malraux’s choice of a Hungarian-born architect, 
even when he represented the prestigious international legacy 
of the Bauhaus, remains idiosyncratic. Apart from Breuer, the 
only other international architect Malraux got commissioned 
for a mass housing project was Oscar Niemeyer, but his design for 
a project in Grasse remained unbuilt. 
Despite the high hopes attached to Breuer’s commission, his 
design was framed by — and had to accommodate — the same bu-
reaucratic planning and production system that was reshaping 
the country. With the help of national funds, the city bought, and 
in some cases expropriated, the land from private owners and 
then resold it to social housing organizations that would own and 
develop the buildings.12 In concert with the ministry, the munici-
pality hired BERU as consultant. By the early 1960s, an entirely 
new sector of such firms, private as well as publicly funded ones, 
had emerged in response to the postwar building boom. The de-
sign of Bayonne’s ZUP was typical of this new division of labor 
among designers, experts, and the state administration in post-
war France. BERU envisioned a range of units, depending on ten-
ancy, funding, and form. In addition to different categories of 
 social rental units ( 65 percent ), there were subsidized ( 25 percent ) 
as well as market-rate (10 percent ) condo apartments. This hous-
ing stock was to be divided over a high-rise, a mid-rise, and a 
4 ZUP de Bayonne, 
photograph of the 
town center
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the postwar period that architectural modernism began to play 
a particularly significant role in it. Norms for the layout and size 
of different categories of dwelling units were based on the sociol-
ogy of household types, and they often presumed a particular 
 architectural form — as the repetitive nature of mass housing proj-
ects across France showed. Architectural standardization made 
social rationalization sensible, often in the form of identical apart-
ments with identical windows.
Breuer’s design was necessarily inscribed in this rationality. 
That did not mean, however, that his architecture was entirely 
predetermined or that there was no room for invention. Even 
though he responded to the demand for economies of scale with 
a limited number of dwelling forms, Breuer introduced difference 
and variety where he could. For the high-rise housing, Breuer 
built upon Le Corbusier’s influential Unité d’habitation but sub-
stantially adjusted it to suit the particular conditions and aspira-
tions associated with the Bayonne project. Each fourteen-story 
slab consisted of four layers of three floors, in addition to a ground 
floor and mezzanine [5]. Only the middle floors of each layer were 
bisected by a longitudinal corridor. Three elevators, one standard 
and the other two skip-stop, connected the four corridors with 
the main entrance, which was located in the middle of the block. 
An additional skip-stop elevator was placed at each end of the 
slab. This arrangement not only minimized the circulation space 
but also allowed Breuer to develop a variety of dwelling types. 
In the first five high-rises, each of which contained 160 units, 
there were fourteen different types, ranging from one-bedroom 
to four-bedroom apartments. The last two high-rises, built during 
buildings housed not only boutiques and a supermarket but also 
various community amenities, including a youth club, a sociocul-
tural center, a medical center, a library, a post office, a police 
station, and a church. The center emulated the functional mix 
of traditional city centers, even if many of the amenities were new 
products of the welfare state rather than age-old institutions. 
In fact, Breuer’s design typified the changing output of govern-
ment-sanctioned modernism in postwar France more generally, as 
the state gradually shifted its goal from providing basic housing 
to creating  lively neighborhoods.14
Despite the project’s intricate massing, officials and citizens 
alike perceived Breuer’s design as a bold statement about the 
representation of collectivity — much like other housing projects 
in France at this time. Placed on top of the hill, the housing slabs 
turned Bayonne’s horizon into a monument to modernity for the 
citizenry as a whole — in addition to providing thousands of in-
habitants with a panorama of the mountains and the historic 
city, with its cathedral towers and its landscape of tiled roofs. 
Bron-Parilly and La Duchère, two large housing projects around 
Lyon, also featured giant slabs, hundreds of meters long, promi-
nently positioned on the hills. These projects were designed by 
French architects trained in Beaux-Arts compositional tech-
niques, but their underlying ambition was identical. The monu-
mentalization of collective dwelling — a Versailles for the people — 
recalls the utopian socialism of the early nineteenth century. It 
is an approach that characterizes the history of modern housing, 
from Victor Considerant’s designs for Charles Fourier to Ricardo 
Bofill’s postmodernist housing complexes in the French New 
Towns. How easily such gestures of generosity — whether in neo-
classical, modernist, or postmodernist cloak — turned into vehi-
cles of social stigmatization would become clear in the decades 
that followed.
A Difference in Repetition
Breuer and his team had to accommodate to stringent limitations 
for the housing design — both directly, through government regu-
lation, and indirectly, through funding structures. In the decades 
following World War II, French welfare was administered through 
social abstraction and technical normalization. Families were 
classified according to the male breadwinner’s profession and 
then assigned particular housing and other needs. This process of 
social rationalization — which was overtly classist and implicitly 
racist — has a much longer history, but it was especially during 
5 ZUP de Bayonne, 
plans and section 
drawing showing the 
organizational  
principle of the high- 
rise block
280 Modernism as Accommodation 281
a later phase, included eight additional variants to the three-bed-
room apartments — those most in demand. In addition, the last 
three high-rises featured balconies for the living rooms on the 
south façade. While this typological variety paralleled that of 
the Unité, the spatial organization differed significantly [6]. Only 
the four-bedroom apartments ( termed F5s ) located at the ends of 
the slabs were interlocked duplexes comparable to those in the 
Unité. The two-bedroom apartments ( F3s ) were simple duplexes, 
with living spaces on the corridor floor and bedrooms below. The 
remaining floors alternated one-bedroom ( F2 ) and three-bedroom 
( F4 ) apartments. They were accessible by interior staircases from 
the longitudinal corridor below, unlike those adjoining the central 
elevators, which were meant to accommodate residents with dis-
abilities.
What facilitated this typological diversity was a simple tech-
nical choice: a large structural bay of 5.7 meters, divided into a 
small bay of 2.56 meters and a larger one of 3.14 meters [7, 8]. The 
Unité’s structural bay of 3.66 meters could either serve as a living 
room or be divided into two small rooms just 1.83 meters in width, 
whereas Breuer’s asymmetrical division of a much larger bay al-
lowed for a far more flexible organization of living spaces. This 
was one of his most important achievements at Bayonne. Living 
rooms could now be appropriately paired with kitchens, and larger 
bedrooms with smaller ones. In addition, the expanded structural 
bay allowed the interior staircases to be placed parallel to the 
corridor — saving space compared to the longitudinal position of 
the Unité’s staircases — and to integrate them into the central bath-
room core. Finally, with this organization Breuer managed to give 
each apartment, even the one-bedroom units, two exposures and 
thus the possibility of cross-ventilation. Nevertheless, until reno-
vations, many applicants stated they would accept any unit in Bay-
onne’s social housing stock “apart from the Breuer buildings!” — 
by which they meant the high-rise slabs.15
For the mid-rise housing group, Breuer designed four-story 
walk-ups, keeping the same system of the structural bays but 
 alternating one large bay of 5.70 meters with two smaller ones 
of 2.56 meters [9]. Each block included two staircases, serving 
two units per floor, which amounted to sixteen units per block. 
Because these mid-rises were targeted not only for a higher cate-
gory of social housing but also for private homeowners, they in-
cluded only three- and four-bedroom units with balconies and 
generous living rooms occupying the full 5.7-meter bay. The pro-





6 ZUP de Bayonne, 
section drawing through 
the high-rise block, 
showing the arrange- 
ment of different 
housing types
7 Plan drawing of the 
two-bedroom apartment 
type (#F3#) in the high- 
rise blocks
8 Plan drawing of the 
one-bedroom (#F2#) and 
three-bedroom (#F4#) 
apartment types in the 
high-rise block
9 Plan drawing of  
the mid-rise apartment 
blocks
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practically free of financial risk. As a result, companies such as 
Camus quickly became market leaders in heavy prefabrication. 
Camus was a patented panel construction system by the engineer 
Raymond Camus, and it was exported globally after its develop-
ment in the late 1940s.
Even though the resulting buildings often looked identical, 
Barets’s system differed significantly from other factory methods, 
ultimately allowing Breuer to mold it in exceptional ways.17 The 
differences between most concrete panel systems on the market 
were essentially limited to the details of their joints related to 
technical safety and with little consequence in outward appear-
ance. Prefab panels were always floor-to-ceiling and in most cases 
included window, door, and balcony details. Barets’s panels were 
just as heavy as Camus’s, could be just as finished, and often 
looked indistinguishable [11]. The real difference then was in the 
economic logic of their production, which could occur either in 
a specialized factory or on-site, in a mobile work-
shop. Camus’s factories required heavy investment, 
and, because of transportation costs and econo-
mies of scale, they were viable only for very large 
projects in large metropolitan areas. Barets’s “mo-
bile workshops” were more nimble: they could be 
erected on a site anywhere, even in small provin-
cial cities such as Bayonne, and were economically 
viable even for “small” — as they were considered 
at this time — construction projects of three hun-
dred or more housing units. By the time of the 
Bayonne master plan, Barets had already built 
more than sixteen thousand housing units with 
his system, from single-family homes to eigh-
teen-story blocks, in France and abroad.
Breuer had previously collaborated with Barets on the Flaine 
ski resort project, where he had gained considerable experience in 
building lodging for the burgeoning winter holiday market and 
had been able to customize the patented prefab system.18 Breuer 
had beveled the concrete panels inward and given some of the win-
dowed panels a thick, upstanding ridge. The different panels were 
assembled in a checkered pattern of glass and concrete, resulting 
in a three-dimensional façade that refracted the crisp  Alpine light 
into a multiplicity of smoothly textured surfaces and reflections. 
Working from this achievement, Breuer exploited the Barets sys-
tem further at Bayonne. His major innovation was in the panels’ 
extraordinary thickness of 75 centimeters [7–9]. This extreme depth 
p. 260/11
 developer  targeted a middle class intent on privacy, comfort, and 
amenities [10].
Unlike many French housing architects, who often adopted 
government-type plans with minimal variation, Breuer and his 
team insisted on typological diversity, even if the overall contours 
were already defined by BERU’s programmatic parameters. The 
resulting housing designs celebrated a sense of the collective 
through repetition and monumentality, while allowing inhabi-
tants a sense of identification with their individual dwellings. The 
ZUP’s variety of dwelling sizes and types might well have guaran-
teed, or at least bolstered, the success of the project over time. It 
accommodated, at least in the high-rise blocks, a diversity of occu-
pants, from younger couples and large families to the elderly. In 
addition, it allowed tenants to stay in the neighborhood but move 
to different apartments as their needs or circumstances changed.
The Thickness of a Panel
Even before Breuer was involved with Bayonne, the government 
had already hired a technical consultancy firm for the project’s 
engineering. COFEBA ( Compagnie Française d’Engineering Bar-
ets ) was founded by Jean Barets, a man local to the Bayonne region 
but of national political influence.16 Barets had given his name to 
a patented industrial construction method, which he had devel-
oped for the prefabrication of large concrete panels. His firm spe-
cialized in technical studies for the application of such methods 
in public works as well as housing projects. Barets was hardly the 
only one to develop concrete panel construction at this time in 
France. During and after World War II, the French government had 
prioritized large industrial firms for reconstruction and infra-
structure projects, to the detriment of small-scale builders. To 
address the acute housing shortage, those same companies were 
supported by the state for the development of industrialized 
housing construction. The steady commissions for mass housing 
projects across France made new techniques of prefabrication 
10 Marketing brochure 
for the ZUP mid-rise 
condo apartments
11 An apartment block 
constructed with Jean 
Barets’s patented 
prefabrication method: 
“Ville verte” of Canteleu 
by architects Louard  
and Lechevallier
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the old town, the windows of the high-rise wall suggested ano-
nymity through ambivalence in scale, since one could either read 
each window as a dwelling unit or see four closely placed win-
dows as one large opening. While the permutation of a limited 
number of panels conveys Breuer’s sense of efficiency and control 
over the production process, it also signals an attempt to ex-
press, at least formally, the individuality of dwelling in a housing 
system that tended to produce alienating monotony.
Even more than poured-on-site concrete, heavy prefabrica-
tion entailed a reorganization of labor and expertise that many 
architects understood as a threat to their profession but to which 
Breuer seems to have responded with cunning rather than offense. 
Heavy prefabrication methods indeed coincided with the central-
ization of expertise in the construction industry. Concrete in this 
sense presented not only an opportunity for technical engineers, 
organized in corporate firms such as Barets’s, but also a cause 
for both the de-skilling of traditional artisans and the disempow-
ering of architects in the design process.
19
 While Le Corbusier 
 responded to this threat by inventing his own system, the Mod-
ulor — alluding to a universal humanism while aiming to recon-
quer dimensional normalization from the construction industry — 
Breuer accommodated by exploiting the potentials of system 
building from within. 
Breuer’s concrete panel aesthetic was decidedly slick com-





. If concrete is not naturally or automatically a mod-
ern material, as Adrian Forty has suggested, Breuer made it modern 
by emphasizing the exactitude of a material 
that is “always at risk of slipping back into 
its craft and earthbound origins.”
20
 This en-
gineering aesthetic was, at least in part, 
a product of the French  prefabrication in-
dustry. Yet, despite his insistence on the 
industrial smoothness and luxuriousness 
of concrete paneling rather than the rough 
and irregular traces of manual labor, the 
aggregate panels he used to give his build-





. For these panels, Breu- 
er valued manual labor and local stone 
from the quarries of La Rhune, both tradi-
tionally used in Basque house construction. 
This unassuming nod to regional building 
turned the panels into boxes that could be hollowed on either 
side. Corresponding to the asymmetrical division of the structural 
bays, there were two types of panels — a small one ( of 2.56 meters 
in width ) and larger one ( of 3.14 meters ). Breuer designed two con-
figurations for each one, resulting in a total of four different panels 
to be mass-produced in Barets’s  mobile factory. All panels consist-
ed of a set-back floor-to-ceiling window part and a protruding full 
part. The protruding full part was either flush or asymmetrically 
beveled inward, emphasizing the panels’ ridges. This planar differ-
ence, however small, produced a different perception of the con-
crete depending on the angle of the sunlight falling on it. In addi-
tion, the windows could be placed to either the left or right within 
the panel. To ventilate the kitchens, Breuer added a protruding 
concrete exhaust on top of the windowsill of the kitchen panels. 
Once assembled, the panels produced a variegated pattern of con-
crete and glass, of full and hollow, and of light and shadow.
The three-dimensional patterning gave the buildings both a 
rigorous seriality and a sense of variety. In addition to providing 
increased structural strength and thermal insulation, the panel 
system significantly enriched the interior experience of the dwell-
ing units. By expanding the boundary between inside and outside 
into a usable and habitable zone, Breuer augmented the visual 
and physical space of the apartments. Even if the budget allowed 
balconies to be provided only in the later phase of the high-rise 
housing, his design provided a spatial generosity that was rarely 
seen in state-sponsored housing. The hollowed panels could be left 
open, but they also allowed for built-in closets, which opened up 




. The panels not only framed the 
panoramic views of the mountains and historic city but also pro-
tected the windows from the elements without necessitating the 
addition of eaves. Each window had two symmetrical shutters, 
which allowed inhabitants to modulate light and heat inside their 
apartments and created an additional layer of formal variation and 
movement in the façade.
For the onlooker, from the outside the 
façade system produced changing percep-
tions of anonymity and individuality. Look-
ing up from the park landscape that sloped 
down, the deep floor-to-ceiling windows, 
each with its own shutter, emphasized the 
dwellings as individualized spaces, private 




. For the driver on 
the highway and even the inhabitants of 
p. 266/20
12 ZUP de Bayonne, 
high-rise blocks  
as seen from the park
13 Assembly of  
the aggregate panels, 
contact sheet
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general public but increasingly by intellectuals as well. Jean-Luc 
Godard’s film Deux ou trois choses que je sais d’elle, an iconic 
critique of the French postwar suburbs, identified the nefarious 
consequences of state-led capitalist modernization with the 
dreadful monotony of concrete blocks and slabs. Breuer’s ZUP 
was being built at exactly this time of growing discontent about 
modern architecture, which in France had become synonymous 
with the alienating effects of state capitalism.21 Breuer’s high-rise 
housing, proudly positioned on top of the hill, was increasingly 
perceived as the opposite of generosity, a gratuitous attack on the 
landscape of Bayonne. This shift shaped the course of the project 
in multiple ways. The most direct impact was the gradual curbing 
of the project in the late 1960s and early 1970s. While the mid-rise 
buildings were largely realized as planned, only seven of the eigh-
teen to twenty-two high-rises once planned were built. Single- 
family homes in traditional styles were later built instead, while 
Breuer’s own proposals for low-rise units were neglected. The 
commercial and civic center, designed in 1965, was delayed and 
was finally finished only in 1975. Some amenities, such as the 
youth center and the hotel, were never built, while the extensive 
social services that were planned never materialized as anything 
more than some office space in a single building. 
Paralleling this gradual disinvestment were crucial changes 
in the design process itself. Initially, Breuer was directly in charge 
of all design aspects, but he eventually lost control when local 
architects, in particular Bernard Darroquy, whom Breuer had ini-
tially hired to work with him, took over. This overhaul was only 
in part due to Breuer’s physical distance from the site. Conflicting 
political interests also seemed to foster the master plan’s unrav-
eling. The design of the schools, for instance, was not in Breuer’s 
hands because commissions were ultimately decided by the edu-
cation ministry, which preferred working with a tight circle of 
“approved architects,” apparently including Darroquy,22 whose 
school designs Breuer loathed. Moreover, 
Darroquy changed Breuer’s original design 
on multiple occasions without consent or 
even consultation. As a result, pitched tile 
roofs suddenly appeared on Breuer’s pre-
fabricated panel buildings surrounding 
the central square, despite Darroquy’s 
earlier promise [15].23 Breuer was dismayed 
by such stylistic cacophony but remained 
powerless. Darroquy seemed to have won 
style and the use of differently sized stones for the panels pro-
duced a variegated mediation of the building with the soil. While 
Le Corbusier resolutely elevated his Unité from the landscape, 
Breuer’s attitude was multivalent. While the high-rises featured 
a double-height gallery on the park side, suggesting levitation, 
they seemed firmly rooted in the ground on the other side.
With its accommodation to imposed limitations and exploita-
tion of implicit possibilities, Breuer’s design for Bayonne exem-
plifies an important transformation of architectural agency in 
the postwar period. Architecture could no longer be revolutionary, 
as it had been in the interwar period, or even avant-garde, in the 
specific sense of producing social change through design. In the 
postwar context of development and modernization, architecture 
was enmeshed in large-scale industries and bureaucracies that 
administered not only its production but also its consumption. 
Like his colleagues, Breuer accommodated to this regime, which 
in the case of France resulted from a close alignment between 
liberal capitalist production and centralized state planning. At 
the same time, the  architect nudged some of its many restrictions, 
subtly turning them into architectural possibilities, by differenti-
ating the massing, diversifying the housing types, or detailing the 
prefabricated panels of his ZUP.
Overhauls
By the time Bayonne’s first high-rises were finished, concrete ar-
chitecture was more reviled than celebrated and not just by the 
p. 267/21
14 ZUP de Bayonne, 
construction of  
the high-rise blocks
15 View of the central 
square, 2015
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many similar housing projects, such as the East 
German Plattenbauten. Brightly colored shutters, 
ranging from orange and red to purple, were added 
to reinforce a new image for the neighborhood, 
while keeping Breuer’s design intact [16]. After the 
renovation, the high-rise complex was renamed 
Résidence Breuer. Its stigma seemed undone by 
association with the word résidence, which usual-
ly denotes a privately owned apartment block, and 
with the name Breuer. Breuer’s authorship offered 
an opportunity to rebrand the project — to remove 
any negative connotations with social crisis by 
turning the complex into the opus of a famous 
Bauhaus architect. This was a self-conscious cam-
paign to restore his professional image, as some of the planners 
involved in the renovation themselves confirmed.30 The architect’s 
iconic tubular chair proved particularly useful in this regard, 
even if this design was largely reduced to illustrating a desirable 
middle-class lifestyle [17]. 
Throughout its history, Breuer’s ZUP has accommodated not 
only its inhabitants but also the state’s conflicting demands and 
changing expectations, as well as the ups and downs of public 
perception. From a moment when the state began to question its 
dominant approach to housing development and design, through 
a period during which the ZUP was undesirable and partially 
p. 267/22
the favor of the mayor, and Breuer was gradually left out of the 
decision-making process. In a memorandum from 1972, Gatje re-
ported that Breuer was concerned he was “gradually  losing con-
trol of the situation, and our once proud vision is in danger of 
being frittered away piece by piece.”24 Breuer and Gatje even tried 
to have Darroquy fired.25 Ultimately, when the municipal govern-
ment engaged in an additional project for the ZUP in 1975, it hired 
the French architect Louis Arretche, claiming that Breuer would 
surely not be interested and that Arretche would be respectful of 
Breuer’s designs. In response, Breuer officially resigned, even 
though he had already been effectively sidelined.26
Soon after the end of construction in the mid-1970s, and 
despite the best intentions of some planners and policy makers, 
the ZUP witnessed a residential mobility pattern that left much 
of the high-rise housing to those with no choice but to live there. 
In the 1980s, as inhabitants felt relegated to the high-rises, the 
ZUP quickly became stigmatized. That process did not occur 
for all housing, however. The Office Public Municipal d’HLM de 
Bayonne built and owned the first three high-rises and the west-
ern wing of the U-shaped mid-rises, while a second organiza-
tion, the Société Anonyme d’HLM de Bayonne, was responsible 
for the fourth high-rise and the three western, oblong mid- 
rises.27 Such internal divisions help explain the divergent social 
and material histories of individual buildings. The fourth high-
rise stood completely empty at some point in the 1980s.28 In 
1986, more tiled roofs appeared on the U-shaped mid-rises, but 
only on the western ones; they were owned by the same housing 
company that owned the high-rises. The mid- rises on the east-
ern side, in private ownership, are still largely in their original 
condition.
By the turn of the millennium, the ZUP’s decline had come to 
a head. The mayor’s son, Jean Grenet, who became mayor himself 
in 1995, suggested the complete demolition of Breuer’s high-rise 
housing.29 When demolition of the project, so proudly commis-
sioned by his father three decades earlier, turned out to be eco-
nomically unviable, especially considering the persistent housing 
need in the urban region, the government slowly moved toward 
the idea of renovation. A complete overhaul eventually took place 
between 2007 and 2013, with the help of national funds. During 
the refurbishment, Breuer’s concrete panels became a curious ad-
vantage. Their excellent thermal and sound insulation meant they 
did not need to be replaced or covered up, which would have 
 dramatically altered the look of the façades — as is the case with 
16 View of the reno- 
vated façade of the 
ZUP high-rise block, 
2015
17 Marketing materials 
for the renovated 
high-rise apartments
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abandoned, to a redemptive contemporary moment of celebration, 
Breuer’s ZUP adapted ingeniously to change. At a time when the 
bulk of French housing built in the postwar decades is either in 
dire need of maintenance or slated for demolition, Bayonne’s up-
ward trajectory is telling. Even when its trajectory is not unique, 
it remains atypical and, as such, demonstrates how design can 
matter in a realm as bureaucratic as that of French housing.31 
It remains an open question as to whether the reclamation of 
Breuer’s ZUP foreshadows a broader nationwide shift in how the 
public will see and inhabit the heritage of postwar modernism. 
What is certain, however, is that such a revival cannot simply be 
reduced to the politics of public perception. When asked about 
the housing complex in which he has spent most of his adult life, 
Michel Duran, a native Bayonnais with a sense for hyperbole, is 
effusive about his deep respect for Breuer. Despite his limited ex-
perience with housing design, he argues, Breuer designed a hous-
ing complex “better than that of Le Corbusier.” Standing on his 
ninth-floor balcony overlooking the park landscape and the cathe-
dral towers of Bayonne on the horizon, he recounts his many 
apartment moves within the complex as his life circumstances 
changed, as well as the changes the complex underwent over the 
past decades [18].32 Duran’s personal history, so intimately inter-
woven with the concrete of Breuer’s ZUP, as well as his extolling 
the joys of what he proudly calls his “Breuer balcony,” throws at 
least one belief into question. The laments of architecture’s impo-
tence in the face of a draconian housing system suddenly appear 
irrelevant when standing on this balcony and grasping just how 
well Breuer’s modernism has accommodated — and continues to 
accommodate — life. 
18 View from Michel 
Duran’s ninth-floor 
balcony at the ZUP, 2015
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